In 2002, the town of Galesburg, a slowly declining Rustbelt city of 33,000 in western Illinois, learned that it would soon lose its largest factory, a Maytag refrigerator plant that had anchored Galesburg's social and economic life for decades. Workers at the plant earned $15.14 an hour, had good insurance, and were assured a solid retirement. In 2004, the plant was relocated to Reynosa, Mexico, where workers sometimes spent 13-hour days assembling refrigerators for $1.10 an hour.
In Boom, Bust, Exodus, Chad Broughton offers a ground-level look at the rapid transition to a globalized economy, from the perspective of those whose lives it has most deeply affected. We live in a commoditized world, increasingly divorced from the origins of the goods we consume; it is easy to ignore who is manufacturing our smart phones and hybrid cars; and where they come from no longer seems to matter. And yet, Broughton shows, the who and where matter deeply, and in this The company that was "here" is now... "there". Author Chad Broughton has done a masterful job examining how globalization has devastated one community, while profiting another. Looking at Galesburg, Illinois, which lost the Maytag factory in 2004, Broughton explores both the corporate loss to the city and the personal loss to the workers when the plant closed and moved to Mexico.
And, of course, what was Galesburg loss was Reynosa, Mexico's gain.Manufacturing in the northern part of the United States has been looking "south" for 50 years now. My grandfather owned a lighter manufacturing plant in Springfield, Illinois for thirty years and when the workers began to look at unionizing, my grandfather moved to plant to Tennessee, which was a "right-to-work" state.
This was in 1959 and our plant was only one of many that closed up and moved to where the work was done cheaper. I think that, in general, the companies moving "south" stayed in the United States, but other, later, companies moved further and further away from American workers. They took advantage of NAFTA and the 1990's saw a rush of companies to Mexico and eventually to
Asia.But what happened to the town and the workers who had given in some cases decades of their lives for the lost company? Pensions were lost and lives had to be "reinvented". People had to decide to either be retrained for jobs in other, newer fields or to try to find factory work in any factories remaining in the community. And with workers losing their jobs, other community services and consumer enterprises were affected by the loss of revenue from the fired employees. Losing the Maytag factory to Mexico also meant brightened lives in Reynosa. The "cost" of "brightening" lives was considerably less in Mexico than in the United States.
